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There has been one revolution at least within living memory in Australian art: it was the 
coming together in 1971 of the schoolteacher Geoffrey Bardon and the old men of 
Papunya to produce the phenomenon of contemporary Aboriginal art. 
 
But there has perhaps been a second revolution that is in a way its echo, its extension, 
even its negation. We might date it from some time around 1987 when the artist Gordon 
Bennett started making his fist paintings while attending Brisbane’s Queensland College 
of Art. 
 
Before coming to art school, Bennett had worked for some 12 years as a linesman for 
Telecom, from shortly after leaving school at 16 until he was almost 30. Discovering his 
Indigenous heritage for the first time as a teenager, he was left as he says in a state of 
permanent self-alienation, able to look at himself only through the eyes of the white 
Australia in which he had been brought up. 
 
Though continuing to work as a linesman, his depression slowly grew. He continued to 
hear on the job the racial stereotyping of Aborigines by his workmates, apparently 
unaware of his ancestry, until it seems a personal crisis of sorts led him to quit his job and 
decide to pursue a long-held interest in art. 
 
The late ‘80s in Australian art schools were a time of high post-modernism. It was a 
moment when it was felt that the reading of difficult texts on semiotics and 
psychoanalysis, on the social construction of identity and the historical origins of such 
conditions as madness, was an essential part of the education of any young artist. 
 
A generation of pundits has made a career out of belittling this, but in Bennett’s case a 
remarkable intellectual amalgam was achieved. Bennett developed a powerful language 
for analysing his experience as an Aboriginal man in contemporary Australia, made up 
equally of the psychoanalytic notion of the divided self, the historical questioning of 
cultural narratives and the philosophical practice of self-reflection. 
 
In a sense, what was unique was that Bennett used these European systems of thought to 
ask questions concerning race and colonialism that they would never have dreamed of; to 
conceive of ways in which to understand his identity in a society in which as a non-tribal 
Aboriginal man he had nothing to identify with. 
 
Bennett found himself in the position of questioning both the basis of white settlement 
and the possibility of a unified Aboriginal identity, the fact that the category “Aborigine” 
was as much a white construction as a lived reality for Indigenous Australians. 
 
But this disputing of a fixed Aboriginal identity was as difficult for white Australians as 
it was for Bennett, insofar as, much as they might deny it, it was their relationship to 
Aborigines that allowed them to think of themselves as Australian. 
 
Almost from the beginning, Bennett began producing a series of complex, intellectually 
ambitious paintings that – as much as was possible within the non-verbal medium of 
paint – challenged the founding image of ourselves as Australians. 
 
In Prologue: They Sailed Slowly Nearer (1988), Bennett sought to show the other side of 
the historically-sanctioned image of Cook’s landing, passed down from historical 
recreations and high school textbooks, by depicting the scene from the point of view of 
the Aborigines on shore. 
 
In his Explorer series of 1993, he – much like Patrick White in Voss – took up the 
ambiguous motivations of the European explorers who wanted to cross the continent, 
driven as much by the realisation that they would never belong as by the desire to make 
the place their own. 
 
The true shock of these works, against all subtly-held “primitivist” stereotypes, is that 
here was an Aboriginal artist using the most advanced methods of Western 
Conceptualism to make what could only be called “history painting”: large, narrative, 
rhetorically legible canvases that spoke in a broadly shared popular language of the wider 
issues of culture and society. 
 
In truth, Bennett did not so much make paintings as produce diagrams of the colonialist 
condition. Assembling images of mirrors, perspectival grids and pages taken from history 
books, he sought to construct a time machine that would somehow make visible the 
repressed truth of the past. 
 
Certainly, in all of this Bennett’s work is inseparable from the whole push towards 
reconciliation at the time, from the 1991 Mabo case to Paul Keating’s 1992 Redfern Park 
address. Similarly, we cannot think of his work outside of the whole wave of revisionist 
history that was then taking place, from Henry Reynolds’ populist accounts to the more 
specialised research of historians like Lyndall Ryan. 
 
More particularly in art history, from the late ‘80s on an entire re-reading of the canon 
gets underway, seeing in the art of the past other, hitherto overlooked meanings, from the 
revisiting of the Heidelberg School in the 1985 Golden Summers exhibition to Jeanette 
Hoorn’s recent Australian Pastoral: The Making of a White Landscape, which sees in the 
landscapes of such artists as John Glover allegories of the forced removal of Aborigines 
from their land. 
 
Of course, before Bennett there existed what was called “urban Aboriginal art”, with 
artists like Trevor Nickolls and Robert Campbell Jnr, but it is Bennett who brought a kind 
of conceptual rigour to these often crude and expressionist works. It is hard to imagine 
today the ambiguous aphorisms of Richard Bell or the media-savvy subversions of Brook 
Andrew without the prior example of Bennett. 
 
It is certainly the case that Bennett is not a “natural” artist. Indeed, it is just this supposed 
affinity of Aborigines with nature, repeated every weekend when commentators speak of 
the “instinctive” skills of Indigenous footballers, that Bennett seeks to take a distance on. 
His long-running series Notes to Basquiat (1999-2004), in which he makes variations on 
works by the black American artist Jean-Michel Basquiat, only emphasises the gulf 
between the brilliant graffiti-like fluency of Basquiat and the clumsy, hesitant hand of 
Bennett. It is a disparity that is in part the point of the work and the source of its dry, self-
deprecating humour. 
 
In recent years, it is perhaps true that Bennett’s inspiration occasionally wanes or that he 
seeks to avoid criticism by resorting to an easy irony. A 2005 series featuring Aboriginal 
art as interior décor and a 2006 series showing crowds attending Aboriginal art openings 
are examples of that cynical post-modernism that seeks to justify itself by first of all 
declaring how corrupt it is. 
 
Like every great revolutionary, Bennett can at times fall short of the standards he himself 
sets. He is not always faithful to the artistic event he has unleashed. 
 
That said, one cannot overestimate the rethinking of Australian art history that Bennett’s 
work implies. It initiates the process of a total revision of our culture on the basis of a 
systematically excluded Indigenous perspective, with the result that, for example, the 
long-running landscape tradition that is so much a part of what makes us feel Australian 
can now appear alien to us. And furthermore Bennett does this from an uncanny point of 
view in which even the identity of Aborigines is left uncertain. It is as though, indeed, as 
Bennett makes clear in his early works, we are being judged not in earthly but in 
unearthly terms. (Bennett often includes angels in his work – even black ones – as 
emissaries of a justice before which we are all guilty.) 
 
In a week’s time, the Ian Potter Gallery of the National Gallery of Victoria is opening a 
large retrospective of Bennett’s work. Like any retrospective, it will be a true test of the 
artist’s worth – and it is true that so far (for the very reasons of the difficulty of race 
relations in Australia) writers have been unwilling to subject Bennett to sustained critical 
scrutiny. 
 
Nonetheless, nothing is more certain than the fact that we are simply unable to conceive 
of a history of Australian art that did not include Bennett. He belongs to that long 
sequence of mighty names that constitutes the vital lineage of Australian art: Margaret 
Preston, Sidney Nolan, Fred Williams, Ian Fairweather and Imants Tillers. Significantly, 
each of these artists in one way or another has made black-white relations the centre of 
their work. (Even Nolan and Williams: Is not Nolan’s Ned in his black armour a 
displaced image of an Aborigine? Are not Williams’ empty landscapes the most profound 
expression of Australia as terra nullius?) 
 
It is just these kinds of insights that Bennett opens up for contemporary art historians. If 
there still exists a meaningful history of Australian art, it lies precisely in this irresolvable 
knot of black and white, this infinitely held-out promise of reconciliation between races. 
 
In fact, we might say that with the current passing away of the historical moment of 
reconciliation the very idea of Australia disappears as well. The problem of national 
identity seems less and less to interest a younger generation of Australian artists, who are 
more concerned with global issues. 
 
Bennett in this light can strike us as the last “Australian” artist. And this exhibition would 
be a retrospective not only of Bennett but of a whole tradition of art in this country 
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